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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is examining the roles university teachers assume in the educational process in relation to the 
ownership structure of their faculties: private or state-owned. The research was conducted in 2014 on Serbian faculties of 
engineering, on the sample of 545 students and 167 teachers. The method used on data obtained from the questionnaire was 
descriptive analysis (frequencies and percentages). Findings suggest that the roles of teachers employed at private faculties are 
more compatible to the new education paradigm than the roles assumed by the teachers on state-owned faculties. Conclusion that 
could be derived from those findings is that teachers on private faculties are abandoning traditional and non-flexible roles, and 
are turning to new models of teaching which focus on a proactive, constructivist role of the student and assign to the teacher the 
role of a mentor, more appropriate for digital era. 
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction - Education in the Digital Age 
The omnipresent digitalization and information on one hand and the exponential growth of the scientific and 
technological development on the other are creating a new age, complex and dynamic age based on knowledge as a 
developmental resource. The education is therefore facing complex tasks such as flexible interrelating with 
economy, bringing up responsive generations able to use all the more complex technologies, developing and 
upgrading applicable, desirable knowledge and preparing these new generations for permanent learning, 
innovativeness, critical thinking, creativity, self-development, etc. [18; 4; 5]. 
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In its essence, education seeks to prepare generations for their future life and work. Still, the new generations are 
now very different from the past ones in the psycho-social and technological sense, which is why they are often 
referred to as the “digital natives”. These are the generations which were born into the world of information 
technologies, as opposed to the older ones which were later on taught to use the new media, which is why they are 
now referred to as the “digital immigrants”. If this extremely challenging task of education is topped on by the 
circumstance that the future is becoming less and less predictable, that the speed of changes in societies is now 
exponentially increasing, and ”tomorrow” is becoming ”today” - this task  becomes even more difficult. Theorists 
understand that, if education is to meet these new demands, it needs to change its methods and abandon the 
traditional models suitable for the past times and different circumstances and tasks which were previously set before 
education. This fundamental change in the working method and adjustments to the new social, economic and mostly 
technological circumstances is often called the change in the education paradigm, and the new model of education 
needed today is referred to as education for the knowledge age, knowledge economy or knowledge society. 
These changes also involve the evolution of the teaching process from its traditional form into the interactive one; 
and numerous education systems are currently in a state which does not allow a gradual transformation but need to 
be reformed. The roots of these changes lie in the new public management in which the service user (whether a 
student, citizen, patient or client) is placed in the centre of the process and all the demands for changes are formed, 
measured and set in accordance to the needs of the service user [6; 10; 13; 15]. In this era of changes and fast 
transition, the reform, i.e. evolution of education becomes inevitable and the educational institutions and their 
central participants, teachers (at universities, high schools, elementary schools, and even in kindergartens) and the 
learners (students, children) need to face numerous new problems, uncertainties, and challenges incessantly arising 
from their closer and wider environment. Besides giving lectures, the teachers today are expected to perform many 
other tasks and duties related to school management, human resources development, to manage developmental 
projects in schools and closely cooperate with the environment [16; 12; 7]. 
1.1. The evolution of the roles of participants in education accompanying the change in the education paradigm 
The new knowledge society and the new, digital culture need the education to transform itself from a model in 
which knowledge is transferred into a model of teaching permanent skills applicable in various social, and above all, 
democratic milieus. This constructivist change is the most significant in the shift happening in the teaching process 
management based on teaching as transferring knowledge and learning as absorbing the content, towards the 
teaching process management focusing on the pupils’ personal experience and their ability to apply their knowledge 
in practice; interrelating learning with civic activities (active learning, role play, problem solving); thus moving 
from the reactive to the self-directed learning in which the focus shifts towards the empowering of students, 
strengthening their responsibility, self-awareness, creativity and motivation for continuing, lifelong learning. 
In relation to all this, there arise questions of managing the teaching process and the roles which teachers and 
students need to assume in this process. The teaching process in new paradigm is organized in such a way that the 
students initiate their own learning through active research, problem solving and cooperating with others. An 
institution of higher education needs to prepare students not only for permanent learning and research but also for 
developing curiosity, sense of experimenting and innovativeness. The basic element of the change in the education 
paradigm is related to management, organization of the teaching process. Different to the traditional teaching model, 
this system implies an increased interaction and highly increased involvement of both sides participating in the 
teaching process - teachers and students. Perceiving a student as a user of the education service is not only a new 
approach to education which is becoming more and more market-oriented, but also a new approach to teaching 
aimed at achieving learner autonomy and critical thinking. The teacher should not assume solely the role of the 
source and transmitter of knowledge, but above all, become the organizer of the learning process. Learning should 
be treated as an active construction and reconstruction of knowledge, and not as a process of memorizing 
information. When learning, it is necessary to insist on respecting the experience, previously acquired knowledge, 
interests and the needs of the students. Learning, therefore, should incorporate and activate tacit and explicit 
knowledge, awaken motivation for learning and clearly define the purpose and the goal of the cognitive process. 
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The most significant change in the roles the students assume stems from the fact that they are becoming actual 
subjects, and not objects of the teaching process, and are supposed to actively participate and use their initiative to 
control this process, becoming in that way responsible for their learning and development.  
The new education paradigm assumes that the students show their initiative, awareness, creativity and curiosity. 
Because of that, the role of the teacher is now inevitably changed - the teacher becomes responsible for encouraging 
and directing these traits, thus becoming a mentor, navigator or a guide in the classroom [9; 11; 12]. “Educational 
tasks are becoming more complex and require teachers’ flexibility to adapt. Requirements are moved from 
transferring the contents to building students’ critical opinion, media literacy, skill of solving problems and 
interpersonal characteristics. In these new circumstances education should become discovery-centered and should 
emphasize creativity and initiative, interaction and collaboration” [2: 2897]. 
The new digital age has brought immediate availability of all kinds of information and knowledge and the new 
education paradigm is changing the approaches in the way that the mere transferring of knowledge is becoming 
obsolete and replaced by mentoring, i.e. a catalyst for the process which is already happening - the process of 
students’ learning [14; 17; 8; 9]. What is expected of a teacher in the new education paradigm is to, depending on 
the needs and situations in the contemporary teaching process, use a broad selection of different roles, ranging from 
the role a teacher, an organizer, often a participant and a creator, the one who controls, initiates, (strategically) plans, 
the one who is an innovator, a mediator, a mentor or an adviser, to, finally, the role of a leader. In this way, the role 
of a teacher shifts from the role of the source and transmitter of knowledge towards the role of a catalyst for the 
learning process: the one who stimulates and guides the student through the program of learning and acquiring skills 
and attitudes, while the students use and develop their own talents, predispositions, passions and interests. 
The role of a teacher is especially important when looked from the aspect of the new education paradigm which 
implies its evolution and abandoning of its traditional model. This topic is discussed in almost every context related 
modern education. How the role of the teacher is perceived is directly connected to their value systems, visions, 
goals, actions and quality of their work. Diagnosing the roles of teachers is one of the best indicators of the reform 
and development of an education, similarly to the fact that the diagnosing of the styles of leading, or even the degree 
of democratization of running a country is the best indicator of the society’s development. Therefore, this paper 
orients towards examining the roles university teachers assume, and provides a detailed representation of those roles 
differing among teachers in relation to the ownership structure of their faculties: private or state. 
2. The Roles of Teachers 
There are four roles that teachers assume, from the least to the most suitable for the new education paradigm. 
The teacher assuming the role of absolute authority in the class nurtures the values which contradict the 
principles of the new educational paradigm. Even though the teachers are in a way guaranteed the authority by their 
knowledge, skills and maturity, this authority should not be the basic characteristic or the teacher’s dominant role. 
Democratic leader is an authority because of the knowledge he possesses and not his title, and this authority is given 
to the leader by his followers, instead of it being a trait rightfully obtained with the title. A teacher who believes that 
authority should dominate misapprehends the responsibility he or she has for his or her students and the knowledge 
society. Their main responsibility is to be the ones who channel or direct students’ learning. The emphasis is, thus, 
on the students and the society (as a service), and not on the teacher (as his or her authority). 
The role of the source of knowledge focuses on the domination of the teacher’s task to transfer knowledge and 
information. Even though in the modern teaching process the teacher remains the source of knowledge, this process 
also recognizes information technologies as sources of knowledge which should also serve the students and their 
learning both in class and outside the classroom. Teacher’s belief that their dominant role should be the role of the 
source of knowledge is an attitude which opposes the new education paradigm, since it is based on the values 
adequate for the ex-cathedra approach, instead of the interactive approach or the mentoring work of the teacher. 
The organizer of learning is the role of the teacher which shifts the focus from the teacher onto the learning 
process itself. Learning is, therefore, a process which needs to be organized and which thus assumes more proactive 
and more constructive epithets in comparison to learning in which the teacher assumes the role of authority or the 
source of knowledge (where it has a passive connotation in the sense of contents transfer). Seen from this angle, the 
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classroom is observed as an organization per se - a system which needs to be organized. Therefore this role is more 
compatible to the new education paradigm than the first two teacher’s roles described. 
Learning process catalyst is the role of a teacher who sees the need for guidance, motivating students, 
democratic leading and organization of the teaching process. Here the focus is moved even further away from the 
teacher and closer to the students, and the learning process is observed proactively, as a process which has its own 
flow and happens in an educational institution among students, whereas the role of the teacher in this description is 
the role of the one who initiates, speeds up, channels and facilitates this process. Therefore the students are the 
subjects of the teaching process, they initiate and implement the learning process, and they are the carriers of the 
teaching process, whereas the teacher only channels this process, monitors it, directs, strengthens and encourages it. 
This role conveys most responsibility and we believe it is a necessary precondition for the new education paradigm. 
The role of the teacher in higher education is important from the aspect of the change in the education paradigm, 
and the information obtained from this study tells us where our higher education was in the context of this change at 
the time this research was done. One of the most important, the most pragmatic and the most evident manifestations 
of the change in the education paradigm lies in the change of the teachers’ roles, i.e. the abandoning of their 
traditional roles of the absolute authority and the source of knowledge which are becoming obsolete and surplus in 
the new knowledge society. The present easier and faster access to the information technologies and the new media 
offers the students the necessary source of knowledge, and the increase of competences and possibilities of students 
on one hand, with the loss of the teacher’s exclusive role of the immediate source of knowledge on the other, is 
destroying the indisputability of the teacher’s authority. Here authority is accomplished in another way, by 
competence, democraticity, emotional stability of a teacher and his or her recognition and praise from the students - 
as an accompanying effect, and not a dominant role. The basic assumption of the change in the education paradigm 
is reflected in a changed situation in which the teacher can no longer be the unquestionable authority, and should not 
be one: different demands are put in front of both teachers and pupils, the pupils are asked to show more initiative, 
to be more responsible and more proactive and rely on the possibilities brought to them by the information and 
digital technologies, and the teachers to perform the role of a “service provider”, support, mentor and leader, the one 
who channels the learning processes which should already be happening among the students [14; 17; 8]. 
3. Method 
The research described was conducted during 2014 on faculties of engineering in the Republic of Serbia, and 
focused on studying the roles assumed by teachers and students in the teaching process as seen by teachers and 
students. In order to get objective data, respondents were to assess the roles their colleagues assume, and not their 
own. This parallel research among teachers and students enabled a wider perspective in observing the given topic. 
The questionnaire technique was used. As far as the dependant variable of the teacher’s role is concerned, the 
respondents answered the categorical data, i.e. they were asked to circle one answer, assessing the role teachers 
mainly assume in class. In this way, the authors studied the perception of the respondents on what roles their 
colleagues assume (the teacher’s perception) or what roles the teachers assume (the students’ perception). There is 
no doubt that teachers assume several roles at once, but one of the roles prevails in certain situations, and therefore 
respondents were asked to assess which roles the teachers assume in most cases, i.e. what roles dominate. The 
teachers’ roles often blend, so it cannot be said that a teacher assuming the role of the organizer of the learning 
process, the role of learning support or the role of authority in class does not partly assume the role of the source and 
transmitter of knowledge as well. Still, our goal was to identify which of these functions dominate within one role 
and how these different roles are represented in the teaching practice of the faculties researched. 
This is why this variable offers categorical data and divides the teachers’ research sample into four groups. The 
roles which the respondents were supposed to choose from were absolute authority in the classroom, source of 
knowledge, organizer of the learning process and the catalyst for the learning process (learning support or a 
democratic leader of the teaching process, as it was further explained to the students). 
In this way, the attitudes and value systems of the teachers were questioned in regard to their role in the teaching 
process - ranging from the absolute authority to the one initiating learning (the catalyst for the learning process; 
democratic leader of the process). Starting from defining these four roles (which we have described in the previous 
chapter), given responses were presented in percentage and analyzed. The students’ opinions were valued equally as 
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the teachers’, since the students in the educational process are the users of this service, and as such are the most 
authoritative to judge on the quality and the nature of the service they get on their respective faculties. 
This article aims to show the roles the teachers have assumed on the faculties of engineering in Serbia in 2014 
when the research was done and to reveal the results in regard to the ownership structure of these faculties. 
3.1. Research sample and its characteristics 
The research was done on private and state faculties of engineering in Serbia on the sample of 167 teachers and 
545 students, whith total of 712 respondents. The sample consisting of teachers were randomly compiled, and the 
sample consisting of students was compiled of senior year students. This group was chosen because they have 
formed attitudes and experience during previous years of study. The research involved approximately same number 
of private and state faculties, 57.8% were faculties with a private ownership structure.  
4. Research Results 
4.1. The Role of the Teacher in the Overall Sample 
The Figure 1 presents teachers’ roles percentages, calculated according to the opinions of the respondents in the 
overall sample, i.e. both at private and state faculties (in the form of average values of the share of students and 
teachers who assessed the presence of these roles). 
 
 
Fig. 1 The teachers’ role in the overall sample according to respondents’ opinions 
The role of the source and transmitter of knowledge is obviously dominant with 52.7%. Even though knowledge 
is important, the role in which the teachers predominantly see themselves as sources and transmitters of knowledge 
does not meet the demands of the digital and the knowledge society, but gravitates towards the traditional model of 
the ex-cathedra approach. Therefore this result cannot be considered positive. As we have already mentioned, the 
domination of one role does not exclude the possibility of that role blending with some of the others, and so the role 
of the source and transmitter of knowledge is also present in other assumed roles, but does not dominate. The 
difference is that in this case, it is vital and rooted in the domination of the teacher as the source of knowledge, from 
which we can draw a logical conclusion that the teacher’s job is to transfer knowledge and information, and that this 
kind of teacher favors neither the democratic nor the authoritative leading of the teaching process - but only the 
position of being an objective source and transmitter of knowledge and information. 
The next role which the teachers assume is organizer of the learning process (24%), and then follows the learning 
support or the catalyst for the learning process (17.3%). The respondents feel that the least frequent role is absolute 
authority m (averagely 6%), which is surely positive when seen from the aspect of the new education paradigm.  
The roles of learning support and the organizer of the learning process together make up for more than a third of 
all the roles. Still, it is worrying that the rest, almost the whole other two thirds, are made up of the roles of authority 
and the source of knowledge, again, according to the respondents’ attitudes. The role of learning support (i.e. the 
catalyst for learning process) is more mature, less imposing, gives students more initiative in learning, but also asks 
for more expertise because in that case the teacher is expected to cover a much wider specter of knowledge as 
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support for the learning process lead by students, and guided by the teacher; than it is the case if the assumed role is 
the organizer of the learning process, where the teachers have pre-established goals and a less flexible program 
which they use for organizing this process. The role of the catalyst for learning or learning support is the role of a 
teacher who is aware of the need for redirecting, motivating students, democratic leading and organizing of the 
teaching process, and who is at the same time focused on increasing the students’ knowledge and insisting on 
constant learning. The emphasis is on the learning process which would happen in the educational process anyway, 
but here the role of the teacher is to catalyze, initiate, channel and facilitate it, which means that this role respects 
and forwards the students’ initiative in the shaping of the teaching process. This role is the most responsible in 
understanding its function and represents a necessary precondition of the new education paradigm. 
4.2. The representation of the teacher’s roles in regard to the ownership structure of the faculty 
After the representation of the roles teachers assume in the overall sample given in the previous chapter, this 
chapter brings the representation of these roles in regard to the ownership structure of the faculty. 
 
 
Fig. 2 Representation of respondents’ replies at private and state faculties 
The Figure 2 shows that in both groups the most prominent role is the role of source and transmitter of 
knowledge, followed by the the organizer of the learning process and learning support, while the least prominent is 
the role of the absolute authority in the classroom. The differences between responses of the examinees from private 
faculties and state faculties (with more than 10%) are most significant when it comes to the last two roles: in the 
respondents’ agreeing that the teachers predominantly assume the role of the source and transmitter of knowledge, 
and in the fact that both students and teachers from private faculties recognize the importance of the role of learning 
support much more (23.5%) than their colleagues from state faculties (11%). Teachers at state faculties, respondents 
believe, maintain their traditional role of the source and transmitter of knowledge, thus underestimating the 
significance of their role as learning support, i.e. catalyst for the learning process. 
The role of the absolute authority is slightly less prominent in the group of private faculties (3.3%) than in state 
institutions (8.7%). Respondents from private faculties also show deeper understanding for the importance of the 
role of teacher as an organizer of the learning process (26.5% in comparison to 11.5%). 
Based on the results described, we can conclude that the respondents from private faculties have formed healthier 
attitudes toward the roles of teachers, i.e. that the roles of teachers at these institutions are more compatible to the 
ones demanded by the changes in the education paradigm than the roles assumed by teachers at state faculties. 
Teachers on private faculties are slowly abandoning the traditional and inflexible roles which fail to meet the needs 
of the knowledge society or the needs of modern, information literate students and orient themselves towards new 
models of teaching based on the proactive role of students and where the teacher assumes the role of a mentor. 
5. Discussion and Conclusion 
We believe that the distribution of teachers’ roles in the overall sample, irrespectively of faculties ownership-
structure, is not satisfactory, especially so if we know that the sample consists of higher education institutions in 
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which the educational process is not obligatory and represents the highest level of education and in which the 
students should be proactive, independent, initiatory and ambitious, and the role of the teacher to strive to achieve 
mentorship and be the support to their students. We shall remind the reader that the research results show that the 
most prominent roles of university teachers of the faculties researched are the roles of authority and source of 
knowledge, taking up almost two thirds of all the roles, as both responses of teachers and students show. On 
average, more than a half of students and teachers from both private and state faculties decided on the role of source 
and transmitter of knowledge (52.7%). Even though knowledge is important, the role in which the teacher sees 
themselves as a source and transmitter of knowledge and behaves in class in accordance to this belief, does not meet 
the demands of the digital society and the knowledge society, but gravitates towards the traditional model of the ex-
cathedra approach. Knowledge is important, but in the knowledge society, i.e. the society in which knowledge is 
available to almost everybody, the priorities of education shift from delivering knowledge towards mentorship and 
support, i.e. an active construction of knowledge. Therefore, these results cannot be considered positive. As we have 
already explained, the domination of one role does not rule out the possibility that this role is blended with the 
others, and we can assume that the role of source and transmitter of knowledge is also present in the other roles, but 
it is not the dominant one. The difference is in the fact that this role is in the first case vital, it is rooted in the 
domination of the teacher’s role of a source of knowledge, which further implies that the teacher’s task is to transmit 
knowledge and information, and that this teacher never shows affinity towards neither democratic nor authoritative 
style of teaching, but sees themselves solely as an objective source and transmitter of knowledge and information. 
Another characteristic of this research is the fact that the faculties included prepare students for the engineering 
job. In such circumstances, their teachers acting as merely objective sources of knowledge who, as such, do not 
encourage students to actively participate, interact, show initiative, proactivity, entrepreneurship, problem solving 
and other engineering qualities, lead us to conclude that these roles needs to be changed and brought closer to a 
democratic leading characterized by the roles of teachers as learning support and organizers of the learning process. 
In order for students to become competent for the engineering job, the teaching process at faculties needs to enable 
their active participation, initiative and self-development, problem solving, creativity and proactivity. They need to 
be taught how to make independent decisions based on the veraciousness of the information gathered and relate 
them to their own needs. In that way, the students are prepared for the demands of the modern-day life and work in 
an economy based on knowledge and digital age and develop the ability for lifelong learning. 
For a successful change of the education paradigm in today’s digital society and the society of knowledge, a 
critical mass of individuals is needed (larger than the one research showed) with formed attitudes and a system of 
values compatible with its purpose. By analyzing the proportion of these roles, we can study the teachers’ attitudes 
and value systems which directly influence their choice of the role they assume in the teaching process, and 
consequentially, the way they direct the teaching process - as an absolute authority or the one channeling and 
initiating learning, i.e. acting as a catalyst for the learning process. Within the teaching process, the focus needs to 
shift from students acquiring reproductive knowledge towards developing their ability to solve problems and their 
skills of acquiring applicable knowledge, independent reasoning, concluding and questioning. Much more 
interaction is needed to accompany working on concrete problems or practical projects of different kinds. Learning 
content is important, but it is more important to teach students how to find information, how to critically observe 
them, how to think them through independently, use them and approach new ideas from different angles. 
Further comparison of the attitudes of respondents from private and state faculties shows that the respondents’ 
opinions are better at private faculties, i.e. the roles of teachers employed at private institutions are more compatible 
with the ones demanded by the changes in the education paradigm than the roles assumed by teachers at state 
faculties. The differences between the responses of the respondents from private and state faculties (with more than 
10%) are most significant when it comes to the last two roles: in the respondents’ agreeing that the teachers 
predominantly assume the role of the source and transmitter of knowledge, and in the fact that both students and 
teachers from private faculties recognize the importance of the role of learning support much more (23.5%) than 
their colleagues from state faculties (11%). Teachers at state faculties, respondents believe, maintain their traditional 
role of the source and transmitter of knowledge, thus underestimating the significance of their role as learning 
support, i.e. catalyst for the learning process. On the other hand, teachers on private faculties are abandoning the 
traditional and inflexible roles which no longer meet the needs of the knowledge society or the needs of 
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contemporary and information literate students and orient themselves towards the new models of teaching based on 
proactive role of students where the teacher assumes the role of a mentor. 
Small percentage in which the role of absolute authority is present in teachers at private faculties can be seen as a 
consequence of the changed relations of power between a teacher and a student at private faculties, where the 
emphasis is on the “service of educating” and where, in such conditions, the role of an “authority” is not desirable in 
the service provider. Lesser importance of the teacher’s role of absolute authority can also be interpreted from the 
aspect of “market orientation” in business, and not only as a result of the evolution of the teacher’s roles following 
the new education paradigm [3]. Still, we should not forget the fact that “... students are both the ’users’ of the 
service provided to them by educational institutions and the ’participants’ in the educational process” [1: 3169].  
The ownership structure becomes an indicator of the change, which can partly be explained by the fact that 
private faculties, as self-financed institutions, are far more oriented towards profitability than the state faculties. 
Their profitability is conditioned, on the education market, as on any other market, by high quality of service and 
product and high focusing on the buyer. Since the change of the education paradigm is increasing the quality, 
effectiveness and adequateness of education to digital age of knowledge, it is clear why this research showed that 
the roles of teachers at private faculties are more compatible with it than those assumed by teachers at state faculties. 
Here we should also consider the structure of students at private faculties. In Serbia today, there exist different 
prejudices about the quality of students, teachers and the teaching process at private faculties, but it remains a fact 
that these students are self-financed, whereas students at state faculties are the only ones given the chance to enjoy 
the state-financed studies. As users who pay for their service of education students at private faculties are supposed 
to be more motivated to receive this service in the best and most effective way possible. Furthermore, being mostly 
oriented towards their buyers motivated in this way and their preferences, private faculties whose survival on the 
education market is conditioned by their good reputation which again is achieved by quality, indeed face the 
demands to steer their own and the work of their teachers in this direction - towards the change of the education 
paradigm - the direction which today is the only one that can guarantee quality and effectiveness of education. 
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